Introduction {#Sec1}
============

Trends in marriage and family life in the western world have been documented extensively. In many countries, marriage and fertility rates have declined, divorce rates have increased, and unmarried cohabitation has become more common. In addition, the division of paid and domestic labor in marriage has become more egalitarian, relations between parents and children have become less authoritarian, and spouses have gained more privacy and autonomy in marriage. These developments have been linked to major societal changes such as the rising economic independence of women, the expansion of higher education, the declining influence of the church, and the spread of modern individualistic values (Blossfeld [@CR4]; Cherlin [@CR8]; Lesthaeghe [@CR25]).

Much less is known about trends in the relationships between parents and adult children. Have changes in the conjugal family been accompanied by changes in the extended family? If marriage has become more fragile and people have become more independent from the conjugal family, does this imply that intergenerational relations have become weaker as well? As we will discuss shortly, there are a number of reasons to expect such a development, but there are also counter-arguments, suggesting that intergenerational bonds have become more rather than less important over time. Theoretically, it is not so clear what to expect and empirically, descriptive information on trends is lacking.

A few studies have examined period changes in parent--child contact. A comparison of cross-sectional studies of elderly parents in Switzerland in 1979 and 1994 showed *increases* in weekly visiting of family members (Vollenwyder et al*.*[@CR53]). A study of the Netherlands compares elderly in 1992 and 2002 and finds a small decline in contact frequency with the children and a substantial increase in support exchange (Van der Pas et al*.*[@CR50]). A comparison of two nationally representative surveys from Belgium shows a decline in weekly visits from nonresident children between 1985 and 2001 (Vanderleyden and Vandenboer [@CR52]). Finally, a comparison of three national surveys in Great Britain shows that the percentage of parents who see their child at least weekly declined from 1986 to 1999 (Murphy [@CR28]). There are also studies examining changes in coresidence of adult children with (elderly) parents (Ruggles [@CR34]; Tomassini et al*.*[@CR47]; Wolf [@CR55]), but this more indirectly relates to the issue of parent--child contact.

An important reason why so little is known about trends in parent--child contact is that few repeated cross-sectional surveys have included questions on this issue. In this paper, we describe changes in contact between adult children and parents by analyzing nationally representative data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). In the 1986 and 2001 waves of the ISSP, identical questions about parent--child contact were asked, and these questions were asked separately for the father and the mother and separately for face-to-face contact and telephone contact. The countries that participated in both waves were Austria, West Germany, Great Britain, the United States, and Italy. Our research questions are as follows: To what extent have there been changes in parent--child contact between 1986 and 2001? To what extent are these changes due to changes in the social composition of the population? The focus here is on changes in education, women's work, family size, religion, and marital status, all pertaining to the children's generation. Finally, to what extent are the trends we observe similar or different in the five countries we study?

Before we continue, we note that intergenerational contact does not necessarily coincide with the perceived quality of the intergenerational tie (Silverstein and Bengtson [@CR39]). There are several reasons for this. First, contact is also motivated by a normative obligation to have contact (Rossi and Rossi [@CR33]). When there are strong normative obligations, contact will be frequent in poor relations and this will reduce the correlation between quality and contact. Second, people in very good relationships may have infrequent contact due to restrictions, for example, because they live far away from each other. It is also true, however, that there is a positive---albeit modest---correlation between the perceived quality of the relationship and the frequency of face-to-face contact (Kalmijn and Dykstra [@CR20]). Moreover, there is a strong positive relationship between contact frequency and intergenerational support exchange (Silverstein et al*.*[@CR41]). Support to parents often requires contact and when there is frequent contact, children and parents will be more aware of each other's needs, which in turn will increase intergenerational support. For these reasons, contact remains an important and often studied dimension of the intergenerational relationship (Lye [@CR27]).

Background and Hypotheses {#Sec2}
=========================

In analyzing social trends, it is useful to make a distinction between behavioral and compositional changes. With compositional changes, we refer to changes in the composition of the population with respect to characteristics that have an influence on intergenerational contact. Because the composition of the population changes over time, this can lead to a change (a decline or increase) in intergenerational contact. With behavioral changes, we refer to changes in intergenerational contact of persons after holding constant changes in population composition. Below, we start with compositional explanations. We also discuss the role of coresidence, but we will do this in a separate section. In the last paragraph, we speculate on possible differences among countries in the trends that we predict. In most of our hypotheses, face-to-face contact and telephone contact are considered simultaneously. In some cases, there are theoretical reasons to formulate different hypotheses for these two types of contact (Van Gaalen and Dykstra [@CR51]).

A first important change in most western societies is the increase in women's labor force participation. Since women most often maintain family ties (Hagestad [@CR16]), increasing female labor force participation could in principle lead to a decline in intergenerational contact. Research confirms that children's time budget serves as a restriction for contact with and support to parents, especially for face-to-face contact, but there is not much evidence that women's work reduces intergenerational contact (Kalmijn and Saraceno [@CR21]; Klein Ikkink et al*.*[@CR23]; Spitze and Logan [@CR43]; Waite and Harrison [@CR54]). We test this hypothesis again and formulate our hypothesis in two steps: *Women's work has a negative effect on contact with parents* (H1a), and given that this is true, *The increase in the number of women who work for pay leads to a decrease in contact with parents* (H1b).

Another important change is secularization. Secularization has played an important role in changing family life, in particular for understanding rising divorce and cohabitation rates and declining family size (Lesthaeghe [@CR25]; Van de Kaa [@CR49]). Because people who attend church have more traditional values about marriage and family issues than those who do not, it can be expected that church attendance is also positively related to intergenerational contact (Daatland and Herlofson [@CR10]; Killian and Ganong [@CR22]). Our hypothesis is: *Church attendance has a positive effect on contact with parents* (H2a), and *The decrease in the number of people who regularly attend church leads to a decrease in contact with parents* (H2b).

The expansion of higher education will also have played a role in trends in intergenerational contact. Many studies have shown that the higher educated have less frequent contact with their parents than the lower educated (Grundy and Shelton [@CR15]; Kalmijn [@CR18]). Part of this effect is due to the fact that higher educated children live further away from their parents than lower educated children (Kalmijn [@CR18]; Shelton and Grundy [@CR36]). Effects of education on telephone contact are often positive, suggesting that---due to geographic constraints---the higher educated compensate lower face-to-face contact in part with more telephone contact (Kalmijn [@CR18]). We formulate separate hypotheses for the two forms of contact. *Education has a negative effect on face-to-face contact* (H3a), and *The increase in the level of education of the population leads to a decrease in face-to-face contact with parents* (H3b). For telephone contact, we predict the opposite: *Education has a positive effect on telephone contact* (H3c) and *The increase in the level of education of the population leads to an increase in telephone contact with parents* (H3d).

A trend which may have played a different role is the decline in family size. Respondents on average will have fewer siblings now than in the past and this may affect the relationship they have with their parents. Parents will need less help of each individual child when they have more children so that, at the dyad level, support and contact may decline with family size (Spitze and Logan [@CR43]). All studies that use dyads (or children) as the unit of analysis find that the more siblings a child has, the less often the child visits the parent and the less often he or she gives support to the parent (Kalmijn and Saraceno [@CR21]; Spitze and Logan [@CR43]). Note that this does not mean that parents in larger families get less help or receive fewer visits---lower levels at the dyad level are compensated by larger numbers of children (Kalmijn and Dykstra [@CR20]; Spitze and Logan [@CR42]). We analyze data from the perspective of children and thus expect that *Sibsize has a negative effect on contact with parents* (H4a) and that *The decline in sibsize leads to an increase in contact with parents* (H4b).

Another compositional hypothesis focuses on the role of parental divorce. The data we use do not include a measure of parental divorce, but it is nevertheless important to mention this hypothesis. As is well known, a parental divorce has a strong negative effect on relationships between fathers and adult children. Evidence for a negative effect on contact frequency with fathers has been presented for several different countries (Aquilino [@CR1]; Cooney and Uhlenberg [@CR9]; Szydlik [@CR45]; Grundy and Shelton [@CR15]; De Graaf and Fokkema [@CR11]; Tomassini et al*.*[@CR48]). Effects of parental divorce on contact with the mother are generally small (Kalmijn [@CR19]). Given the increase in divorce in the western world, one would expect a compositional effect. Our hypothesis is: *A parental divorce has a negative effect on contact with fathers* (H5a), and *The increase in divorce leads to a decline in contact with fathers* (H5b)*.* Since we will not be able to test this hypothesis, this is a *residual* compositional change that will emerge technically as a behavioral change.

The marital status of the child may also be of some importance. Some studies have shown that married children have less frequent contact with their parents than single children (Sarkisian and Gerstel [@CR35]). An explanation is that single children have more time to see their parent and have more need to have contact with people to whom they feel close. Because the share of married (or cohabiting) respondents has declined over time, this could also have an effect on the trend. We expect that *Children who are married have less contact with their parents than single children* (H6a), and *The decline in the percentage of married persons leads to an increase in contact* (H6b).

To what extent will there be changes after these compositional changes have been taken into account? The literature suggests competing hypotheses. A first argument has to do with filial norms, i.e., normative obligations toward parents (Burr and Mutchler [@CR7]; Rossi and Rossi [@CR33]; Stein et al*.*[@CR44]). Just like other traditional family norms (Lesthaeghe and Meekers [@CR26]; Thornton and Young-DeMarco [@CR46]), filial norms have become weaker over time (Gans and Silverstein [@CR12]). This would imply that the basis of contact with parents has shifted from obligation to choice (Lye [@CR27]). In theory, this can lead to a decline in contact because normatively prescribed contact in poor relationships will occur less often. The normative perspective of parents may have changed as well. The traditional norm that older adults can rely on their adult children as sources of support and care in case of need has been gradually replaced by the norm that one should be independent and autonomous of one's children. Studies have shown that many elderly persons express a desire to remain independent as long as possible and to not be a burden to their children, even if and when they become frail (Silverstein and Bengtson [@CR38]).

Against the notion of decline, some authors have argued that multigenerational linkages have become more rather than less important over time (Bengtson [@CR2]; Bengtson et al*.*[@CR3]; Bonvalet [@CR5]). First, due to the increased life expectancy, parents and adult children share more time together which would make it more important for both parents and children to invest in their relationship. Second, the declining number of children in society may have increased the importance of each child for parents. In part, this is a compositional effect due to declining family size, but it is possible that children in society at large have become more central now that fertility rates are low. In a sense, when children are scarce, their 'value' may increase. Third, the increasing demand for child care has made parents more important for children in their role as grandparents taking care of their children's children (Oppelaar and Dykstra [@CR30]; Silverstein and Marenco [@CR40]). Fourth, technological changes have made contact more feasible. Modern means of transport have increasingly become universal in most societies, telephones have become ubiquitous, and new means of communication have emerged (mobile phone, email, sms). This has resulted in more frequent contact with others, including parents.

A different issue to consider is the role of coresidence. In the mid-1980s, the percentage of adult respondents (with a living mother) who live with their mother varies between 10% in the United States to about 30% in Italy (Höllinger and Haller [@CR17]). More importantly, there has been a decline in adult--child coresidence over time (Grundy [@CR13]; Ruggles [@CR34]; Shelton and Grundy [@CR36]; Van der Pas et al. [@CR50]). How this change has affected contact is a difficult question. If coresidence is considered as daily contact, the decline in coresidence will by definition lead to a decline in contact. If one focuses on resident children only, however, the trend implication is not clear. Whether it will lead to an increase or decrease in contact between nonresident children and their parents will depend on what type of parent--child ties---especially the good ties, or perhaps the poor ties---have contributed most to the period increase in independent living.

Finally, we analyze whether trends will be similar or different in the five countries we examine. Our paper will not test hypotheses about country differences---the number of countries is too small for that purpose---but we can provide some speculations. Some countries are more familialistic in their orientation than other countries. If we use indicators such as family contact, family support, and intergenerational coresidence, Southern European countries are believed to be more familialistic than Northern European countries and German speaking countries are somewhat more familialistic than the United States and possibly Great Britain as well (Börsch-Supan et al*.*[@CR6]; Höllinger and Haller [@CR17]; Kalmijn and Saraceno [@CR21]; Murphy [@CR28]; Reher [@CR31]; Tomassini et al*.*[@CR48]). What this implies for trends is not directly clear. It may be that more familialistic countries are more resistant to trends than less familialistic countries, but one can also argue that there is more room for decline when contact is very frequent. A different speculation is that countries which have modernized and developed earlier than others, will show less change in the period we consider than countries which have experienced cultural and economic changes more recently. This could imply more change in more traditional countries (e.g., Italy) than in more modernized countries (e.g., United States).

Data, Measurement, and Design {#Sec3}
=============================

Data {#Sec4}
----

We use data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). In the 1986 and 2001 waves of the ISSP, a special module on social relationships was fielded. This module was based on a proposal developed by Max Haller. Earlier analyses of the first wave of these data can be found in Höllinger and Haller ([@CR17]) and Murphy ([@CR28]).[1](#Fn1){ref-type="fn"} We analyze changes in the countries which participated in both waves: West Germany, Great Britain, the United States, Austria, and Italy.[2](#Fn2){ref-type="fn"} Because the samples of West Germany, Great Britain, and the United States are not completely representative with respect to sex and age, we weight the data to adjust for this. In most cases, the surveys were face-to-face interview surveys but the module on social relationships was a self-completion booklet which was handed out after the interview. The fieldwork methods in the two waves were more or less similar and the questionnaire was also similar. From the data, we select respondents aged 18--70 with at least one living parent. The sample sizes are not large enough for analyzing changes in specific age groups.

Although the data provide one of the few sources of information on change in parent--child contact in multiple countries, they also have limitations. Most importantly, while much information is available on the children's generation (the respondents), less is known about the *parents*. For example, we know whether or not the parent was widowed, but there is no information on the parents' divorce, the parents' health status, or their ages, all of which will affect contact (Grundy [@CR14]; Lawton et al*.*[@CR24]; Silverstein et al. [@CR41]). Missing information on parental divorce makes it more difficult to explain trends in father--child contact. Parental divorce has only a weak impact on contact with the mother (Kalmijn [@CR19]), so that this omission is less problematic for trends in mother--child contact.

Measurement {#Sec5}
-----------

Two questions were asked about contact: "How often do you see or visit your mother?" and "How often do you have any other contact with your mother besides visiting, either by telephone or letter?" The same questions were asked for the father. In 2001, e-mail and fax were added to the question about other contact. Since no one will have had an Internet connection at home in 1986, we believe that the change in question wording will not affect the outcomes of the comparisons.

The answering categories were: daily, several times a week, at least once a week, at least once a month, several times a year, and less often. In 2001, the category 'never' was added. We combined this category with the category 'less often' to make things comparable. We recoded the categories to the approximate number of contacts per year. Because the resulting variable is skewed, we took the natural logarithm (cf. Waite and Harrison [@CR54]). This also facilitates the interpretation of the coefficients. More specifically, (*e*^b^ − 1) × 100 can be interpreted as the percentage change in the number of contacts per unit increase in the independent variable. In the case of a dummy-variable, (*e*^b^ − 1) × 100 is equal to the percentage difference in the number of contacts between the groups. An important advantage of this transformation is that it makes the measure relative. Hence, the difference between 41 and 52 contacts is given less weight than the difference between 1 and 12 contacts. This seems intuitively plausible.

We use the following variables to test our compositional hypotheses:Paid employment of the respondent (this contrasts those with paid work with all others). We include this variable in interaction with the sex of the respondent because primarily women's employment will affect contact with parents.Church attendance of the respondent (once a month or more often is contrasted with less often).Education of the respondent (based on a question about the number of years that the respondent was in school).The number of (living) siblings of the respondent.Marital status of the respondent (contrasting married/cohabiting with single).

We use several control variables in the models: whether the parent is widowed, the age of the respondent, and the sex of the respondent. Geographic distance is not included as a control variable, although travel time was included in the data. Distance has a very strong relationship with contact frequency but the causal direction of this association is less clear. Distance and contact frequency may both depend on common factors such as the quality of the relationship or the needs of parents and children to have contact (Silverstein [@CR37]). For that reason, distance can be regarded as a parallel *dependent* variable rather than as an intermediating variable. We note that information on distance was only asked for the mother. Hence, in cases of a parental divorce, we do not know the distance to the father. Additional analyses indicate that the average travel time of nonresident children to their mother has not changed between the two survey years in any of the countries.[3](#Fn3){ref-type="fn"} Hence, we believe that omitting distance (i.e., travel time) from the model will not affect our conclusions about trends.

Design {#Sec6}
------

We present models separately for four outcome variables: face-to-face contact with the mother, other contact with the mother, face-to-face contact with the father, and other contact with the father. Because we have several models for each of the four outcome variables, it is undoable to present the full results for each of the countries separately. For this reason, we start with an overall picture of change, using analyses that are based on the five countries combined. These models include dummy-variables for each country and thereby control for differences between countries in the *average* number of contacts. The results of these models are weighted so that each country-year combination contributes the same number of cases to the total sample.[4](#Fn4){ref-type="fn"} In the second set of analyses, we present results *in a condensed format* for each country separately.

For each outcome, we estimate three models. Model 1 includes a dummy-variable for the year of the survey (0 = 1986, 1 = 2001), next to the country-specific dummy-variables. This allows us to assess whether contact has changed in this group of western societies. This model includes respondents who are living with their parents and assigns these respondents to the category of daily contact. Model 2 excludes these respondents and focuses only on contact between parents and nonresident children. By comparing the results of Model 1 and 2, we can examine to what extent changes in contact are due to changes in coresidence. In Model 3, we add the independent variables and we assess what happens with the effect of year. A decline in the effect means that compositional changes can explain (part of) the trend. A remaining effect of year means that there have been behavioral changes after controlling for compositional changes.[5](#Fn5){ref-type="fn"} Note that Model 1 is not estimated for other contact since other forms of contact do not apply to resident children. Models for face-to-face contact are presented in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}, models for other contact are presented in Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}.

In the second set of analyses, we present a regression decomposition in which we assess which variables have contributed to the trends. To explain this, we use the example of educational change. We first calculate the difference in mean education between the two years. This difference is equal to the effect of year on education. We subsequently multiply this difference by the effect of education on contact (as presented in Tables [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"} and [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}). Using the logic of direct and indirect effects, it becomes clear that the resulting multiplication is equal to the *indirect* effect of year on contact via education. Hence, this shows us the compositional effect of education on change in contact. Some compositional effects can be negative whereas others can be positive. A negative compositional effect means that a change has had a downward effect on contact over time, a positive effect means that a change has had an upward effect on contact over time. Even if there is no overall trend, compositional effects can play a role since upward and downward compositional effects can work against each other. Our regression decomposition is similar to the method developed by Oaxaca ([@CR29]).[6](#Fn6){ref-type="fn"}

In the last set of analyses, we estimate all models for each country separately and we test whether trend effects are significantly different in the different countries. To facilitate the interpretation of these analyses, we only present net trend effects and we abstain from presenting the effects of the other independent variables.

Results {#Sec7}
=======

In Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}, we present the percentages of children who had (at least) weekly contact with their father and mother (for the pooled 1986 and 2001 surveys). We do this separately for face-to-face contact and for other contact. We see that weekly contact is fairly common in most countries. In West Germany, Austria and Great Britain, about 60--70% of the children have at least weekly face-to-face contact with their mother. The percentages for fathers in these countries are a bit lower. Face-to-face contact with mothers is most common in Italy (85%), as earlier studies have found, and least common in the United States (54%). Greater distances between parents and children in the United States will presumably explain this. Other contact (mostly telephone contact) is not less frequent in the United States. An interesting observation is that country differences in other contact are smaller than differences in face-to-face contact. The country differences for fathers are similar as the country differences for mothers. However, we also see that the gap between the United States and the middle three countries (West Germany, Austria, and Great Britain) is larger for fathers than it is for mothers. In the United States, only 43% of the children have weekly face-to-face contact with their father. This is the lowest percentage in the figure. The reason is probably the high level of divorce in the United States.Fig. 1Percentage weekly contact with father and mother by country and type of contact in the 1987--2001 period

An assumption behind most of our hypotheses is that there were compositional changes in the population between 1985 and 2001. To examine the validity of this assumption, we present means of the independent variables for each of the two years (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}). All trends are as expected: the relative number of women with paid work has increased, the level of education has increased, the number of siblings has declined, church attendance has declined, and the proportion of married people has declined. These changes confirm the underlying assumptions of our compositional hypotheses.Table 1Descriptive statistics of independent variables and *t* tests for differences in means between years19862001*T* test for difference between yearsAll countriesWest-GermanyGreat-BritainUnited StatesAustriaItalyNumber of siblings (child)2.312.085.64\*−.02−.16−.21\*−.18\*−.54\*Age of child3839−5.99\*1.72\*1.40\*1.64\*1.65\*1.80Education in years (child)11.1812.24−12.62\*1.23\*1.46\*.40\*1.081.14\*Attends church frequently (child).31.237.04\*−.05\*−.07\*−.14\*−.07\*−.07\*Child is married.79.6810.49\*−.12\*−.13\*−.18\*−.16\*.00Having a job (child, only women).49.67−10.38\*.20\*.19\*.10\*.11\*.28\*Having a job (child, only men).90.853.83\*.03−.10\*−.09\*−.06\*−.02Sex (0 = female; 1 = male).48.461.01\*.02−.04.00−.02−.02*N* (unweighted)36932393\* *p* \< .05

Regression Results for the Pooled Countries {#Sec8}
-------------------------------------------

The regression results for face-to-face contact are presented in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"} shows that there is a significant decline in face-to-face contact with the mother. The magnitude of the decline is 13% (i.e., *e*^−.14^ -- 1). The result is only found for the sample which includes coresident children (Model 1). In the model without coresident children (Model 2), there is no significant change in face-to-face contact with the mother. The interpretation of these differences is that the initial decline in contact is fully due to the decreasing number of adult children who live with their parents. When covariates are added in Model 3, the trend becomes positive and significant. This shows that there has in fact been an *increase* in face-to-face contact, but this increase is suppressed by compositional changes. The net trend effect of .10 corresponds to an increase of 11%, which is a modest change.Table 2Regression of face-to-face contact: unstandardized regression coefficientsMothersFathersModel 1Model 2Model 3Model 1Model 2Model 3Year 2001 (vs. 1986)−.14\*.02.10\*−.31\*−.11−.02Number of siblings of child−.11\*−.09\*Child's church attendance.26\*.35\*Child's education in years−.07\*−.06\*Child married (vs. single).04.23\*Child paid work.13.10Paid work \* male.00.14Mother is a widow.04−.20\*Child's age (vs. 30--39)     Under 30.27\*.17\*     40--49−.18\*−.10     50 or older−.45\*−.15Country (vs. West Germany)     Great Britain−.05−.14\*−.04−.18\*−.26\*−.18\*     United States−.38−.33\*−.16\*−.67\*−.54\*−.40\*     Austria.35\*.09.11.36\*.05.06     Italy1.02\*.74\*.83\*1.13\*.81\*.80\*Child male (vs. female)−.18−.12Constant3.99\*3.54\*4.39\*3.91\*3.39\*3.87\**N*689155695569509941254125*R*-squared.078.050.095.114.072.102*Note*: Model 1 is with resident children, other models are without resident children\* *p* \< .05

Model 3 in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"} also shows the effects of the covariates. We see, in line with other studies, that higher educated persons have less frequent face-to-face contact with their mother than lower educated persons. In line with our hypothesis, it appears that children who often go to church have more frequent contact with their mother than other children. Sibsize also has a very clear effect: The more siblings the child has, the less frequent contact the child has with the mother. This too is in line with the earlier literature and with our hypothesis. The role of employment is considered in combination with gender. Men are coded 1 (and women 0) which implies that the main effect of employment in Model 3 refers to women. We do not find that working women have less frequent contact with their mother than non-working women. This refutes the hypothesis although we note that the finding is consistent with earlier studies. Finally, we see that children do not have contact with their mother more often when they are single. This is also in contrast to our hypothesis.

In the last three columns of Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}, we present the results for face-to-face contact with fathers. We observe a significant negative trend effect in the full sample, which amounts to a 27% decline in contact with fathers (Model 1). At first, this seems a substantial change. When leaving out coresident children (Model 2), the effect becomes smaller (11%), although it is still negative and almost significant (*p* \< .10). Hence, a large part of the decline in contact with fathers is due to the decline in parent--child coresidence. When we add covariates to the model (Model 3), the trend disappears. In other words, the decline in contact among nonresident children is fully due to compositional changes. The compositional effect is therefore similar to the compositional effect found for mothers. In both cases, compositional changes lead to a decline in contact over time. However, in the case of fathers, compositional changes explain a decline in contact whereas in the case of mothers, compositional changes suppress an increase in contact.

Effects of the other covariates on face-to-face contact with fathers are largely similar to the effects we found for face-to-face contact with mothers. A few exceptions are notable. For fathers, we find negative effects of widowhood. Children of widowed fathers less often have contact with fathers than children of married fathers. This finding is consistent with earlier studies and has usually been interpreted in terms of the kin keeping role of women (Rosenthal [@CR32]). When fathers become widowers, they not only lose a spouse, they also lose someone who arranges the visits with the children. We note that the category of divorced fathers cannot be singled out in the data. Most divorced fathers will be in the non-widowed category. Another difference lies in the effect of marriage. Married children have more frequent contact with fathers than single children. For contact with mothers, we found no difference.

The trends for other contact with mothers are presented in Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}. Other contact is mostly telephone contact, but in 2001, it also includes email contact. We see a strong increase in other contact with the mother. Changes are substantial: a 30% increase. Note that these results apply to the sample which excludes coresident children. When we compare Model 2 and 3, we observe that the trend becomes somewhat smaller. In other words, compositional changes have a small effect on changes in other contact with mothers. The net trend that remains is substantial (a 22% increase). The trend for other contact with fathers, presented in Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}, is weaker. On average, other contact with fathers has increased with 16%. After controlling for compositional changes, the trend in other contact with fathers is not significant anymore. Compositional changes do not play a very large role for other contact with fathers either but since the initial effect was modest, the net effect is just not significant anymore.Table 3Regression of other contact: unstandardized regression coefficientsMothersFathersModel 2Model 3Model 2Model 3Year 2001 (vs. 1986).26\*.20\*.15\*.10Number of siblings of child−.13\*−.13\*Child's church attendance.06.18\*Child's education in years.03\*.04\*Child married (vs. single)−.06.17\*Child paid work.05.12Paid work \* male−.09.04Mother is a widow.11−.40\*Child's age (vs. 30--39)     Under 30.20\*.06     40--49.01.07     50 or older−.30\*.12Country (vs. West Germany)     Great Britain−.22\*−.21\*−.32\*−.34\*     United States−.11−.12−.40\*−.44\*     Austria−.18\*−.17\*−.27\*−.24\*     Italy.35\*.41\*.13.02Child male (vs. female)−.48\*−.24Constant3.92\*4.09\*3.54\*3.21\**N*5509550941074107*R*-squared.023.081.016.048*Note*: Model 1 is with resident children, other models are without resident children\** p* \< .05

Effects of the other covariates in Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} show that other contact is somewhat less sensitive to social and demographic characteristics than face-to-face contact (cf. Van Gaalen and Dykstra [@CR51]). Education has a small positive effect on contact, which is in line with other research. The lower level of face-to-face contact among the higher educated is apparently compensated in part by a higher level of other (mostly telephone) contact. This is in line with our hypothesis. Nonetheless, the effect on face-to-face contact is stronger (in an absolute sense) than the effect on other contact, showing that the compensation by telephone contact among the higher educated is not complete. We also see that other contact is less frequent in larger families. This effect is similar in size as it was for face-to-face contact. Church attendance has no significant effect on other contact with the mother, but it is associated with an increase in the level of other contact with the father. An important difference lies in the effects of gender. In line with what is known from other research, we find that women have more frequent other contact with the mother than men.[7](#Fn7){ref-type="fn"} The gender difference is not present for other contact with the father. Hence, the mother--daughter tie stands out when we look at other (telephone) contact.

In the previous analyses, we have shown to what extent the covariates are responsible for explaining the trend. In Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}, we show *which variables* have contributed to or suppressed the trend. We see that most compositional changes have led to a decline in face-to-face contact. The increase in education between the two years is the most important factor for face-to-face contact with both fathers and mothers. The higher educated less often have contact with the parents and there has been a considerable increase in education, leading to a decline in contact with parents. Declining church attendance is the second most important factor. Because the proportion of people who attend church frequently decreased and because frequent church attendance has a positive effect on contact, there has been a decline in parent--child contact. Both these findings are in line with our hypotheses. We also find factors which produced an increase in contact over time. Sibsize has had a positive effect on the trend. Because sibsize has declined and because sibsize has a negative effect on contact, this has resulted in an increase in contact over time. The negative compositional changes due to education and church attendance are apparently counterbalanced in part by the positive effect of declining sibsize, which has had an upward effect on the change in contact. The latter effect is weaker, however, than the former, leading to an overall negative effect of compositional changes.Table 4Decomposition of changes in contact with nonresident childrenMotherFatherFace-to-face contactOther contactFace-to-face contactOther contactChange 1986--2001.015.261−.113.148     Net change.096.204−.016.104Change due to composition−.081.057−.097.045      of which due to change in:          Sex.003.008−.003−.005          Age−.022−.014−.015−.001          Sibsize.025.029.018.026          Church attendance−.020−.005−.031−.015          Education−.069.032−.058.040          Marital status child−.005.007−.022−.017          Employment (gender specific).008.007.010.010          Marital status parent−.002−.007.003.005*Note*: Based on Model 2

There are two clear refutations. The rise in women's employment has had no effect on the trend and the declining number of married respondents has had no effect either. This was also to be expected, given that there were no significant cross-sectional effects of daughter's employment and son's and daughter's marital status. The result is nevertheless important. Especially the rising economic role of women has been linked to many important demographic changes, but according to our analyses, it has not been important for changes in intergenerational contact.

Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"} also shows that the compositional effects for fathers and mothers are similar. In addition, we see that for other forms of contact there are rather modest compositional effects. This is in part due to the fact that these other contacts are less sensitive to social and demographic variables, as can also be seen when comparing the effects in Tables [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"} and [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}.

Regression Results for the Separate Countries {#Sec9}
---------------------------------------------

Are the trends different in the different countries? To answer this question, we estimate Model 3 again while including interactions of year and country. The other independent variables are also interacted with country. The results are presented in Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"} for all the four forms of contact. We list only the (net) trend effects (as implied by the interactions). We test the difference in the year effects across countries using an *F* test.Table 5Implied changes for each country after compositional changes are taken into accountOverall trend*F*-testWest-GermanyGreat BritainUnited StatesAustriaItalyFace-to-face     Mother.10\*1.73.02.22.28.09−.01     Father−.02.31−.05.03−.09.05.06Other contact     Mother.20\*8.48\*\*−.08.63.20.02.42     Father.10\~2.74\*−.07.43−.07.15.22\** p* \< .05

We first look at the trend for face-to-face contact with mothers. The pooled model in Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} revealed a small increase (11%). The country-specific results in Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"} show that the increase is stronger in the United States and Great Britain (32% and 25%). In Austria the increase is about average whereas in West Germany and Italy there was no change. The *F* test for overall differences in the trends among countries is not significant.

We now turn to changes in face-to-face contact with fathers. The pooled model revealed no change in contact. The country-specific results confirm this. In all countries, trend coefficients are small, except perhaps in the United States where we find a modest decline in contact (9%). Differences between countries in the trend effects are not significant.

The results for other contact with the mother reveal significant differences in the trends. The pooled model showed an increase in other contact (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). The country-specific results show that these trends are stronger in Great Britain than elsewhere. The increase is also substantial in Italy and in the United States, but it is absent in the two German-speaking countries.

For other contact with the father, we found a small and insignificant increase in the pooled model (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"} shows that three of the countries experienced an increase (Austria, Italy, and Great Britain), whereas West Germany and the United States experienced a small decline (7%).

Conclusion {#Sec10}
==========

This paper is one of the first attempts to describe recent trends in the degree to which parents and adult children have contact with each other. In the literature, there is much speculation about the possible erosion of family ties in an era of individualism. This would coincide with changes in the conjugal family. Marriage has become more fragile, spouses have become less dependent on each other for their well-being, and there has been a general increase in the need for autonomy and individual development. Traditional family values have become weaker as well and this also applies to the normative obligations that children feel toward parents.

In contrast to all these speculations, we find no evidence for a decline. More specifically, our analyses show that when the focus is on face-to-face contact, there is a modest *increase* in contact with the mother and no change in contact with the father. Country-specific analyses suggest that the increase in face-to-face contact with the mother was stronger in the United States and in Great Britain. When focusing on other contact, we see a substantial increase in contact, although more so with the mother than with the father. Country-specific analyses suggest that these increases in other contact occurred primarily in the United States, Great Britain, and Italy.

These results apply to trends after compositional changes are taken into account. Compositional changes have played a somewhat complex role in these developments. In most countries, the overall result of compositional change has been a decrease in the level of contact. Especially important here are the expansion of education and the decline in church attendance, which have had downward pressures on intergenerational contact. There have also been opposing forces, especially the declining number of siblings, which had an upward pressure on intergenerational contact. The downward pressures are stronger, however, than the upward pressures. The increasing number of women who work for pay---often quoted as a vital trend for intergenerational relations---and the decreasing number of children who are married have had no effect on the trend. The consequences of these forces have been different for fathers and mothers. For mothers, these forces have hidden a true increase in contact, whereas for fathers, these changes are able to fully explain the initially observed decline in contact. We note that for fathers, divorce is an important omitted variable. Had we been able to include parental divorce, and had we added this to the compositional variables, the net change may have been an increase in contact, just as was observed for mothers. For the United States, where we now observe a small decline in contact with the father, the net decline may have been explained away, leading to net stability.

Our general conclusion is that there is no evidence for an erosion of intergenerational contact since the mid-1980s. Although changes in the composition of the population have indeed had a tendency to decrease contact over time, this is counterbalanced by other compositional changes (i.e., declining sibsize) and by behavioral changes. Is there then more evidence for an *increase* in the importance of intergenerational ties, as other authors have suggested? The answer is mixed.

First of all, for other forms of contact (not face-to-face), there indeed is evidence for an increase. However, this may have less to do with the nature of family ties since other forms of contact will probably have increased for nonfamily relationships as well. Due to the rapid diffusion of mobile phones and email facilities at home, we can speculate that other forms of contact have increased considerably for all types of relationships. Hence, we do not think that this trend reveals anything specific about the parent--child tie.

Second, there are signs of an increase in face-to-face contact, but only in two of the five countries (Great Britain and the United States). We discussed several possible reasons for an increase in contact. Life expectancy has increased, which means that parents and children will spend a larger part of their life together. In addition, due to declining fertility, children have become scarce, which may have increased the value of children in society. Finally, grandparents have become more important in their role as carer for their grandchildren, and this too may have strengthened the parent--child tie. Although these factors may all have played a role, it is not so clear why they would have played a greater role in Great Britain and the United States than in the other three countries we analyzed. We think that further speculation on this issue needs to be postponed until evidence of trends is accumulated in a larger number of countries.
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We have not been able to find previously published research articles on changes in parent--child contact with the ISSP data (using Web of Science and Sociological Abstracts).

In 2001, Germany participated but our analyses focus on the former West Germany. Hungary was also included in both years but we focus on western societies in this paper. Furthermore, Australia was surveyed in both 1987 and 2001, but we excluded Australia due to a problem with the design of the 2001 questionnaire.

Travel time was measured with eight categories, ranging from \<2 min to more than 5 h. These categories were recoded to the approximate middle points of the categories. Subsequently, the natural logarithm was taken since the variable is highly skewed. *T*-tests for year differences were −1.30 (*p* = .19) for Germany, −.20 (*p* = .84) for Great Britain, .51 (*p* = .61) for the USA, .88 (*p* = .38) for Austria, and −1.23 (*p* = .22) for Italy.

This means that the overall trend will not be affected by differentially changing sample sizes in the different countries.

For contacts with fathers, the remaining effect can also be due to divorce (an unmeasured compositional change), as explained above.

The Oaxaca method multiplies the differences in the means of the *X*-variables with two *different* (sets of) regression coefficients: one which is based on the regression model for the first group (in our case 1986), and one which is based on the regression model for the second group (in our case 2001). Our method simply uses the average of these two sets of regression coefficients since there is no substantive consideration for favoring either one of the two.

This applies to jobless men and women as well as to men and women with a job.
